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Mail Order and Machines
Nobody can possibly understand the Middle West who has not, for fun or profit, once looked through the catalogue of a great mail order company. Houses like Sears Roebuck and Montgomery Ward are beyond doubt one of the chief unifying and co-ordinating of all American forces. Sears normally puts out about seven million catalogues ('they are as bulky as a telephone book) twice a year, and Ward about six million.11 They are free, of course, and the printing bill is one of the biggest in the United States.
The cover of a recent Sears catalogue is a mellow autumnal scene by Tnness; inside is a pretty girl in blue, wearing an Ann Karton Sears Famous Dress, price $4.9<S. It looks very fetching too, A heavy paper insert describes how to measure linoleum, and the inner back cover explains the Sears Easy Payment Plan. Perhaps T have not looked minutely enough, but in the more than nine hundred closely printed pages the most expensive item I found was a 3J4 carat diamond ring for $3,800. There is also a T/roo carat ring for $12.25. '^lc cheapest thing I saw was a nail hole patch at fyf. Hut on one page (Get More Eggs and Meat with 4J\ Grade Trapnest Pedigree Sired Chicks) are day-old baby chicks at 14^ in lots of a hundred. In between is a luxuriant variety of material. Americans take this for granted. Non-Americans, not so lucky, may not. The span runs from duck and crow calls (Authentically Toned Bean Lake Duck Call, $i.<;5) to vaginal suppositories, from window sashes to shrubs for fall planting, from automobile insurance to the Peoples Book Club to Slumbersound Mattresses, layer-felted for resilience, inner straps for durability, 54-inch mattress, only $18.95.
About the differences between Sears and Ward, pages might be written. Sears had behind it for years the tradition of a truly great and sound man, Julius Rosenwald. Its chairman of the board nowadays, General Robert E. Wood, was as everybody knows once president of America First. Ward's president too gets his name in the papers quite often. He is none other than that antique fogram Scwell L. Avery.
My friend Lloyd Lewis, historian of Sherman and the Lincoln legends, told me once that the wholesale dry goods business, which along with the meat packers traditionally dominated the Chicago commercial world, has been all but squeezed out in recent years, having been caught between the mail order houses and the small merchant in the minor cities. Mr. Lewis explains this by saying that obviously the old wholesalers can no longer survive in the contemporary "Expense Account Era." Macy's and the other big New York stores take the small out-of-town buyers to
11 Total merchandise sales in the calendar year 1946 were $1,666,458,120 for Sears, $1,021,584,833 for Ward. Moody*s Industrial Manual.